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Religious Diversity From a Jewish Perspective
Dana Heller Levitt and Richard S . Balkin
The exploration of spiritual and religious diversity may receive less attention in counselor education than is warranted, resulting in counselors who
are unprepared to deal with spiritual and religious issues in counseling.
This trend could have a negative impact on Jewish clients, as well as on
other religious clients, who feel that issues related to their identity are
ignored. The Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related
Educational Programs (2001) has recognized that religious diversity is
an integral component of the multicultural counseling movement, but
counselor education and training programs, as a whole, still need to
embrace this standard.

A

ddressing religion, and Judaism in particular, as facets of multicultural
counseling has been an important undertaking. The multicultural
counseling movement has been defined primarily as focusing on
groups of people who share a common ethnicity, nationality, or language. As
a result, culture has been viewed in terms of being secular and separate from
religion (Alexander, 1995; Burke et al., 1999).When culture is recognized only
through ethnicity, nationality, and language, a large number of individuals
who are members of minority groups are excluded, including individuals of
minority faiths; women; gay men, lesbians, bisexual men and women, and
transgender persons; individuals with disabilities; and so forth. The purpose
of this article is to explore religion, specifically Judaism, as an integral component of the multicultural counseling movement and counseling process.

Reliaion as Part of Culture
Hays (1996) hypothesized that religion received limited recognition in
multicultural counseling as a result of a consistent emphasis on ethnicity.
As long as minority status is identified through race, religious minorities
and their unique issues will struggle to be recognized as part of the multicultural
movement (Resnick, 1996; Weinrach, 2002). Religion and ethnicity are perceived as mutually exclusive, and religion is seen as emphasizing faith rather
than the common elements ascribed to ethnicity (i.e., language, beliefs, norms,
values, behaviors, and institutions; Hays, 1996).For example, an individual
of the Christian faith may be African American, Hispanic, Asian, or any
number of other ethnicities. In this case, an individual may be identified as
a member of a minority group as a result of his or her ethnicity, not faith.
However, this example is not universal. As Hays indicated, Islam in the
United States includes people of many ethnicities, yet they tend to identify
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themselves by their religion. People may tend to view Jews as being European Americans, thereby identifying Judaism as a religion and not a culture; yet the connection to Israel may place Judaism in the context of a
nationality. Traditions, customs, and dietary habits identify Jews as ethnic.
Elements of ethnicity (i.e., traditions, customs), combined, create a culture
(Langman, 1995). Religion may play a pertinent role in one’s ethnicity, because religious issues are often congruent with other elements, such as shared
beliefs and institutions, that define an ethnic group.
Pate and Bondi (1992) reviewed religious beliefs as an aspect of culture.
They found several examples and definitions in which religion was defined
as an integral component of ethnic identity and culture. Ethnicity, race, and
sex are mentioned as common examples of multicultural issues that may
arise in counseling, whereas a client’s religion and values are issues that are
often ignored. The failure to acknowledge religion as an integral component of multicultural and life development may result in significant distress to members of minority groups who are in need of counseling services
(Burke et al., 1999; Carr, 2000). Especially religions that are outside mainstream Christianity need to be emphasized in multicultural education
(Alexander, 1995) because of issues such as anti-Semitism.

Religion and Judaism in Counselor Education,
Training, and Supervision
The inclusion of religion as a component in multiculturalism is fraught with
obstacles. Historically, psychology has defined itself as a science that emphasizes objectivity and empirical research (Wolf & Stevens, 2001). Prominent
theorists have advocated for secular counseling and have, in fact, been
antagonistic toward the recognition of religion as pertinent to the individual.
Freud viewed religion as “illusory wish fulfillment,” while modern theorists
such as Albert Ellis have associated religion with “emotional disturbance,
irrational thinking, inflexibility, and intolerance” (as cited in Zinnbauer &
Pargament, 2000, p. 162).Personal barriers may also play a role in recognizing religion as part of the cultural experience of a client. For instance, a counselor who does not have a strong religious identity or who has significantly
different views may be concerned about conflict that might result from a
discussion of religious or spiritual issues (Wolf & Stevens, 2001).
The preceding philosophies and obstacles have contributed to a lack of
education about religion and a lack of empathic understanding for clients
who wish to address religious issues in counseling. If counselor trainees
are to become multiculturally competent, counselor educators need to
identify the importance of religion within a multicultural framework. Only
then can curricula be adjusted to comply with the standards set by the
Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs
(CACREP; 2001). CACREP defines the standard of social and cultural
diversity as
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studies that provide an understanding of the cultural context of relationships, issues and
trends in a multicultural and diverse society related to such factors as culture, ethnicity,
nationality, age, gender, sexual orientation, mental and physical characteristics, education, family values, religious and spiritual values, socioeconomic status and unique characteristics of individuals, couples, families, ethnic groups, and communities. (p. 61)

To improve the way that religion is included as a component of multiculturalism,
counseling programs should be more proactive in assisting students with
exploring how spirituality and religion affect clients (Constantine, Lewis,
Conner, & Sanchez, 2000). Burke et al. (1999) recommended teaching a unit
on religious diversity by reviewing essential components of major world religions; however, a comprehensive understanding of what to include or not
to include in such a teaching unit would be needed. It is necessary to be sensitive to faculty who are affiliated with state institutions that are cautious of
violating mandates regarding the separation of church and state (Kelly, 1994).
Rather than emphasizing specific components of major world religions, an
examination of differences in religious beliefs as a component of multicultural
competency was recommended. Two issues that are appropriate for exploration are counselors’ experiences with spiritual issues and identifying how
religious beliefs may affect clients (Pate & Bondi, 1992).Hays (1996)emphasized the need for counselor educators to challenge counselor trainees’ biases
and to deepen trainees’ understanding of oppression and ethnocentrism. It
seems essential that anti-Semitism also be understood.
To this point, it has been suggested that counselor education in religious
and spiritual issues should follow the same principles that are followed in
multicultural counseling (Fukuyama & Sevig, 1997;Langman, 1995;Zinnbauer
& Pargament, 2000). Yet when considering issues specific to members of the
Jewish faith, it is important to recognize that anti-Semitism is not always included with racism, sexism, homophobia, and other commonly known forms
of oppression and discrimination (Langman, 1995).The dilemma then exists
for counselor educators to expose students to this issue that is specific to Jews,
yet to do so without highlighting the plight of one group over another. In the
advocacy of constructivist and pluralistic approaches, which allow for selfdefinition and acceptance of multiple points of view (Zinnbauer & Pargament,
2000), students should be aware of the potential concerns of their Jewish clients just as with any other client. If a cornerstone of multicultural training in
general, and of religious understanding in particular, is to move students
from ethnocentrism toward appreciation of diversity, at a minimum, coverage of Jewish issues should be included in this context.
The absence of religious diversity as a component of multicultural counseling has had profound effects on Jews. Resnick (1996) related that Jews
have a heightened awareness of being different from other cultures in
the United States. On the one hand, Jews assimilate to fit into American
society; on the other hand, they simultaneously differentiate themselves
through the establishment of an ethnic Jewish identity. Resnick emphasized the need to teach aspects of Jewish culture and life such as the celebration of holidays, the implementation of dietary laws, knowledge of
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traditional Jewish attire, and understanding of the Jewish family that reaffirm Jewish identity.
Jewish culture is multifaceted. Counselor educators need to be aware of
the various denominations of Judaism (Orthodox, Conservative, and Reform) because of the separate implications and issues associated with each
denomination that may be presented in counseling. Furthermore, Jewish
culture may be different on the basis of geography-for example, whether
the family emigrated from Eastern versus Western Europe. The implications of Jewish oppression, such as the Holocaust and other forms of antiSemitism, need to be understood (Langman, 1995).Within-group differences
should further be emphasized. As Weinrach and Thomas (1998) have argued, a one-size-fits-all, cookie-cutter approach to counseling is no more
effective and ethical when counseling Jews than it is when working with
persons who are members of other minority groups.

Counseling Relationship and Process
Given the very sensitive and personal nature of religious issues, counseling
in this area has always been uniquely challenging. Zinnbauer and Pargament
(2000) have addressed the challenge of counselors who reject religion as an
important component of counseling forming a strong working relationship
with religiously committed clients; yet this is a topic that will not soon disappear. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, fourth edition,
text revision (DSM-IV-TR; American Psychiatric Association, 2000), has a
category for spiritual and religious problems that may occur in counseling.
Spirituality, an overarching construct that incorporates religion for many
individuals, is considered a dimension of wellness (Fukuyama & Sevig, 1997),
a model that is often used by counselors because of its fit with the developmental foundation of counseling. Given these realities, it is incumbent on
counselors to be prepared to address issues of religion with their clients.

Obstacles for the Non-Jewish Counselor
As with other facets of multicultural counseling, there are challenges to be
faced when a counselor works with clients who are different from himself or
herself; yet the parallel to cross-cultural counseling applies here as well. With
attention to the differences between client and counselor and the potential
obstacles that are described in the following sections, it is indeed manageable
for the non-Jewish counselor to effectively counsel the Jewish client.
Expecting debate. Jews have a history of debating the most fundamental
aspects of their religion and daily life (Schlossberger & Hecker, 1998).Jewish clients may disagree more often with diagnoses or conceptualizations of
their concerns if they do not have the opportunity to discuss them with the
counselor. It is likely that a Jewish client entering counseling will seek such
discussion, and this disagreement can be off-putting to the counselor if he
or she is not prepared.
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Oversimplihing concepts may be ineffective. Jews typically seek a more complex and cognitive understanding of concepts and issues. This wish to
understand may be related to the Talmudic tradition of study of biblical
text with the goal of becoming a learned person (Schlossberger & Hecker,
1998). The highest compliment historically offered to a Jew was to be
identified as learned. With rich customs, tradition, and history, it is likely
that scholarship and grappling with complex problems are still highly valued. Therefore, a Jewish client who presents with concerns about his or her
career, for example, may benefit from an understanding of the theory behind career choice more so than from an application of the theory without
an adequate explanation by the counselor.
Understanding history, tradition, and rituals. There are a magnitude of customs too numerous to detail that are unique to Judaism. It is indeed a challenge for a non-Jewish counselor to identify and understand them all as
they relate to the individual client. The apparent idiosyncratic nature of
some Jewish practices may be checked with the client to better understand
how these practices fit into the individual’s daily life and current issues.
The wearing of a yarmulke (skull cap or head covering) at all times by some
observant Jewish men has great personal and religious significance. It may
also be a point of differentiation from others and a source of discrimination
and ridicule. A counselor’s best course of action may be to discuss the significance of this and other practices with the client to better appreciate their
purpose and challenges.
Looking alike. On the surface, the Jewish client physically looks no different
than any other European American. Seemingly innocuous assumptions by nonJewish counselors of a client’s observance of mainstream holidays (e.g., Christmas) further marginalize the Jewish client’s identity. It is even more difficult to
remember that physical appearanceis only one, outward representationof culture
and diversity (and often the product of ethnicity, not of being Jewish).
Recognizing that Iudaism is much more than either religion or culture. It is the
unique combination of both religion and culture, along with history and
ritual, that creates a Jew’s identity.
Using ”Judeophonics. Colloquialisms, the Yiddish language, and seemingly made-up expressions are common among Jewish families. These words
and expressions may be brought into the counseling setting, and the counselor may need to ask the client for clarification. Inquiry is both appropriate and welcoming, signifying the counselor’s desire to appreciate the
client’s world and culture.
Being the chosen people. In Jewish religion, Jews are identified as the chosen people by G-d (see Note at end of article regarding spelling of G-d), an
identification that for many Jews carries a great deal of responsibility and,
at times, discomfort (Schlossberger & Hecker, 1998). Jews who hold this
belief have higher standards for themselves. They may have a strong moral
imperative to do mitzvahs (good deeds), tzedakah (charity), and otherwise
live ethically and responsibly. Being the chosen people carries a responsi”
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bility that may easily be misconstrued as a burden or unnecessary worry by
the non-Jewish counselor.

Presenting lssues and Approaches
In understanding the Jewish culture and in preparation for counseling, emphasis must be placed on understanding the central role of both ritual and tradition
in Judaism (Wikler, 2001). Ritual and tradition may be explored and must be
considered in several contexts of the counselor’s work with Jewish individuals.
Family. In the context of counseling, family work may be preferred by Jewish
clients because of the historical emphasis on and importance of family in problem
management (Schlossberger& Hecker, 1998).Furthermore, for some traditional
Jews, counseling may be an outgrowth of consultation with a learned man (the
rebbe)duringthe periods that Jewswere restricted to living in ghettos. (Untilmodern
times, all rabbis and Jewish scholars were men. It is only in Reform Judaism, the
most liberalof the denominations,that women may now be considered leaderswithin
the Jewishreligion and community.)The family counselorsimply replaces the rebbe
as a figure from whom to seek advice and with whom to discuss concerns, which
often surround the issues of ethics and morality. Schlossbergerand Hecker have
suggested that Jews have traditionally been more comfortable with complex explanations and solutions of the kind that they might have with religious leaders.
Consistentwith the counselingdictum to meet clients where they are,Schlossberger
and Hecker went on to state that interventionsbased on rituals and emphasizing
verbal communication would be most effective in family counseling practice.
Intermarriage is an important area that may present in counseling, particularly in the context of counseling with families or couples. In addition to opposition to intermarriage, the lack of understanding about one another’s culture
and family processes tend to exacerbate marital conflict (Eaton, 1994).The dating
of non-Jews, premarital sex, and interfaith marriage are, for all intents, prohibited in the Jewish faith. Intermarriage is considered a violation of Jewish law
and a “betrayal of one’s dedication to preserving the Jewish religion” (Powell,
Kiselica, Cunningham, & Sabin, 1999, p. 151).The counselor must be open to
discussing these traditions and beliefs with both members of the couple, especially taking into account the importance of the family in the Jewish context.
Values exploration. Education about the religion and the appropriate use
of language are essential to helping the client feel that his or her religious
values, and thereby his or her personhood, are accepted in the counseling
process. A phenomenological approach, an aspect often included in counselor training, encourages counselors to explore and evaluate their own religious values and beliefs to identify potential areas of bias and questions when
working with clients of faiths different from their own (Georgia, 1994).Jews,
in particular, need to feel that their unique identities are not only acknowledged and respected by the counselor but that they may also be incorporated
into counseling interventions and discussions. To ignore the importance of
religion to a client’s life in the counseling setting is to overlook a significant
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part of that person’s identity and values (Pate & Bondi, 1992). When religion
presents itself as a core value, counselors may find themselves using clients’
values and belief systems as part of the decision-makingprocesses about and
solutions to issues with which clients present in counseling.
History. Jews have a long history that resonates in their present-day interactions and means of coping. It is this history that is instrumental in keeping Judaism alive, a point that should not be lost when working with someone
of this faith. Bibliotherapy-as a means of connecting with one’s history,
community, and presenting issue-is an effective element when working
with Jewish clients. In particular, Jewish adolescents who are struggling
with identity formation and thereby consideringtheir Judaism in that equation
can benefit from such a therapeutic tool (Kaplan, 1994).
Many Jews fear being ”visible” because of the dangers (e.g., pogroms, the
Holocaust, anti-Semitism)that have historically been associated with being Jewish (Langman, 1995). Jewish clients may present with greater levels of generalized worry and anxiety, perhaps even paranoia, than do clients of other faiths,
given their own experiencesand the experiencesof Jews through the generations
(Schlossberger& Hecker, 1998).Clients may be reticent to identify their religious
affiliationsfor fear of the consequences, particularly prior to the developmentof
a trusting relationship with a counselor. Religious and spiritual affiliation and
the importance of religion and spirituality may be discussed in an initial intake
interview, which presents Jewish clients with a difficult decision about whether
to disclose without knowing more about the counselor’s attitudes toward and
beliefs about Jews. Counselors are trained to determine how to set boundaries in
religious conversations with clients (Fukuyama& Sevig, 1997);yet little is done
to prepare counselors for a lack of disclosure or unwillingness by Jews to discuss
this aspect of their lives in the initial meeting. Counselor preparation should include how to appropriately introduce the topic in a way that does not promote
fear among clients for whom there is historical rationale for such fear. Collaboration with religious helpers (Pate& Bondi, 1992), in thiscase rabbis and leaders in
the Jewish community, may be a means of helping clients to best meet their immediate needs while respecting their religious values.

The Jewish Counselor
Counselors who are Jewish also face issues about trust and willingness to
disclose their faith and beliefs. Most counselors probably do not intentionally integrate their religious or spiritual values into the therapeutic process
without first resolving their own spiritual and religious conflicts. The larger
question is whether such values are fully evolved, appropriate, or suitable
to be pressed upon others in counseling (Grimm, 1994). In the case of Judaism, which is a fundamental component of identity, counselors of this faith
must undergo the process of religious values clarification to allow themselves to be fully present in the counseling session. The historic mistrust by
Jews of non-Jewish institutions may lnherently make Jewish counselorsmore
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appealing to some Jews considering counseling. The appeal of Jewish counselors to Jewish clients may mean that there is more pressure for Jewish
counselors to consider their own faith and the degree to which they choose
to disclose their faith or to make it an element of their practice.
Supervision is essential to the ethical and effective practice of counselors.For
counselors who are Jewish, and especially for those who practice within their
communities with a predominantly Jewish clientele, the supervision process is
even more important. Wikler (2001) described a peer supervision group that
was made up of mental health practitioners who were Orthodox (the most
traditional and observant of the denominations)and who treated other Orthodox Jewish members of their communities. In this program, participants were
given the opportunity to explore the unique issues of this client population as
well as the issues of the practitioners who were providing services. Issues such
as confidentiality in a close-knit community, religious objectivity, and the role
of religion in the counseling process were typically addressed. This format
provided many of the same benefits that are usually provided by peer supervision groups, with the added benefit of incorporating religious issues.

Religion and Judaism Within the Counseling Profession
The counseling profession, as a whole, does have a history of addressing religious issues in both training and practice. One need only consider the emergence of the Association for Spiritual, Ethical, and Religious Values in
Counseling (ASERVIC), a division of the American Counseling Association
(ACA), to recognize the value the profession places on understanding and
discussing such issues. From its earliest inception in the 1950s as a merger
between two Catholic organizations to its present-day function as a division
that sees addressing spirituality and religion as its mission, the existence of
ASERVIC represents ACA's commitment to a diversity that includes spiritual and religious dimensions (Miller, 1999). It can be surmised that ACA, the
profession's foremost organization, is amenable to efforts to be inclusivespecifically of the viewpoints and issues that are relevant to all religions.
Yet ACA, despite its willingness to include Judaism, may be faced with the
challenge of Jews' own self-exclusion from definitions of multiculturalism. In
addition to fears of being visible, many Jews do not go out of their way to
hghlight their faith in the work setting. This may be because of the feeling that
it is inappropriate to raise their voices because of the perception that they will
be met with disdain or will be viewed as the stereotypical complaining and
unpleasant Jew (Langman, 1995) or for fear of anti-Semitic attitudes and acts
(Weinrach,2002). There are many leaders and members of the Jewish faith in
ACA, yet, until recently, the appropriate forum has not been found to "announce" or formally discuss Jewish issues in the organization and profession.
At the 2001 annualconventionin SanAntonio,Texas, a meeting was held to gather
together persons of the Jewish faith,supporters, and persons interested in the place
of Jewishissues in counseling. In 2002, a Jew& Interest Network to foster education
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and understanding among counselors and counselor educators about the
place for Jewish interests in multicultural counseling was proposed to and
recognized by the ACA Governing Council. The network also seeks to address the impact of being Jewish and of facing issues such as anti-Semitism
experienced from clients, as well as anti-Semitism that Jewish clients might
themselves experience. This organization was created when a select membership of ACA, who are themselves Jewish or who are cognizant of the
challenges of being Jewish,believed that the organization needed to do more
to address the unique needs of its Jewish membership. For example, it was
noted that there were organized religious observances for some faiths but
not for others during ACA conventions. (In this case, Saturday Sabbath or
Havdalah services for Jewish attendees were not offered.) It was believed
that continued attention needed to be paid to being sensitive to Jewish members by ensuring, for example, that scheduling of the annual convention
does not conflict with the observance of Passover and other significant holy
days or that Jewish presenters are not slated for times that conflict with the
Jewish Sabbath.
The network, indeed, provides a forum to discuss Jewish issues within
ACA. The mission of the Jewish interests group is not to overhaul ACA as
a Jewish organization, but rather to remind the profession of its commitment to issues of diversity and to provide Jewish members a place to discuss personally and professionally relevant concerns. Consistent with its
history with ASERVIC, ACA has indicated its willingness to promote understanding of diversity by the actions of the Governing Council to recognize this group as an interest network within the organization. The existence
of the interest network will not alone address all concerns faced by Jews
with respect to ACA membership and conference attendance, counseling
practice, and anti-Semitism; nevertheless, it is a step in the right direction.
The counseling profession has outlined standards that emphasize the understanding of religious diversity as a component of understanding cultural diversity. Judaism, in particular, has struggled with identification as a
minority group. Counselors must consider that there are qualitative differences among Jews, as there are among all cultural groups. Jews are people of
various countries and races, including Black Ethiopian, Hispanic, Middle
Eastern, Nordic, French, Italian, Russian, German, Polish, and prerevolutionary
Chinese (Schlossberger & Hecker, 1998). In addition, Jews are divided into
different categories on the basis of tradition and religious practice. Issues
related to Judaism, therefore, need to be explored as part of a comprehensive multicultural education in such a way that the specific needs of members of this faith are appropriately addressed in counseling training, practice,
supervision, and professional membership.
Note. It is customary for many Jews to omit the letter o in spelling in G-d. It
is believed to be unholy to write out G-d’s name on a piece of paper that
may be thrown out. If the full name is written, it is expected that the piece
of paper will be buried as a sign of respect.
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